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Introduction
Despite an improved understanding about mental illness, many employers still fail to address the issue of mental health at work in a proactive way. For example, organizations that have implemented initiatives aimed at managing workplace stress have had considerable success, but these companies are still very much in the minority and more severe health problems such as depression are largely ignored.
Part of the problem is the disparity between managers' perception of mental health problems in their workforce and the reality of how frequently it occurs. In a survey of 550 senior managers in the private and public sector for the Shaw Trust (2006), one in ten managers reported that none of their employees was likely to ever suff er from mental illness. This indicates that stereotypes about mental illness are still prevalent in British business and managers do not characterize common workplace problems such as stress and depression as mental illness. Furthermore, the interventions that are geared towards addressing mental illness in the workplace are oft en reactive in nature and focus on how to cope with mental illness when it becomes a problem.
In the previous chapter we have outlined a number of steps that organizations can take in terms of how to cope with mental illness, but if this epidemic is to be properly addressed in today's workplace, a more proactive approach to creating a healthy workplace is needed.
Creating a Healthy Workplace Environment
Approaching mental illness in this way should not be seen as an obligation to those who may be at risk of illness, but rather as a smart way of looking aft er your greatest asset: your people. A workplace environment that approaches mental health in a positive way supports the well-being of all employees, not just those at risk, and encourages a culture of openness about sensitive matters, including mental health problems. Looking aft er staff in this way has many benefi ts, such as encouraging loyalty, job satisfaction, increased productivity and organizational commitment.
Companies are in a position to do something to respond and pre-empt causal factors and these steps can be broken down into manageable chunks, consisting of the following:
Promoting a positive attitude towards mental health:
• Encouraging mental health education.
• Challenging stigma.
• Promoting happiness and well-being.
Understanding and addressing organizational barriers:
• Assessing the culture of the organization -is it one that helps or hinders a healthy state of mind? Is work perceived to be worthwhile, full of purpose and aligned to 'the greater good'? • Ensuring the top team in the organization is aware of and willing to address the mental health agenda.
• Identifying potential workplace hazards and developing systems to encourage a healthy approach to work.
Monitoring the situation:
• Actively targeting depression, stress and other mental illnesses with key performance indicators.
• Measuring productivity and thereby promoting mental health.
• Building a 'mental health at work' referral system.
We will now examine each of these in turn.
11.2 Promoting a positive attitude towards mental health
